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Topics (all of which are posted on EGSO’s wiki at egsoumass.org/courses) 
1. The first day of your discussion section  
2. First week to-do list 
3. Navigating UMass 
4. Pedagogy 

 
 

1. The first day of your discussion section 
The first day helps set the tone for the semester. Just like any other time the discussion section 
meets, you will want to have a lesson plan for how to use the 50 minutes and you will have 
specific economics topics you want to work on with your students. In addition to the usual 
weekly lesson planning, though, you will also need to have made a collection of long-range 
decisions about how you plan to run the class during the rest of the semester. 
 
One of your important decisions is how you envision the relationship between what you do in 
the discussion section and what the professor does in the lecture – this will depend largely, of 
course, on the specifics of the course and the professor. Is the discussion section primarily an 
opportunity to review lecture material? Is there material covered in the discussion sections that 
is different from the material covered in lectures? 
 
You will also have administrative decisions and details to deal with.  

• You should have two hours of office hours each week. Try to choose a range of times 
that don’t all conflict with a single class meeting time. For example, MW 10-11 is not 
accessible to any students who have a class that meets MWF 10-10:50. Also tell your 
students how they can reach you to make an appointment for an alternate meeting 
time if their schedule does conflict with your office hours. (Since we don’t have office 
phones, pretty much this means e-mail or speaking to you before or after class 
meetings. Giving out a personal phone number is not recommended.) 

• What will the attendance policy be? (The professor may or may not have a policy on 
this.) If you are at liberty to choose your own attendance policy, think about what you 
want students to accomplish in the discussion section and what kind of attendance is 
necessary for those goals. 

• How should work be submitted? (Are there electronic submissions? Paper handed in 
during class? Work left in your mailbox?) What is the policy on late work? (Again, the 
professor may or may not have a policy on these questions.) 

• How do you want to arrange the classroom? (You may or may not have options, 
depending on the room.) When the group is small enough, a circle that allows everyone 
to see everyone else’s face is great. When that is not possible, an arrangement of a few 
wide rows seems to work better than many narrow rows. 

• You might – probably will – have to deal with a few bureaucratic irregularities such as 
students who have not yet registered, students who want to switch sections, possibly 
students who want your permission to enroll in a class that is already full. You can ask 
students to speak to you about those issues after the class. 
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Once you’ve made those decisions, one of your primary tasks during that first meeting is to tell 
your students. You will want to let students know what you expect of them, and also let them 
know what to expect from you. This is a big exercise in cultural negotiation. EGSOers from 
abroad often comment that uncertainty about cultural norms and standards is one of their 
biggest challenges as TAs, and this can also be true for U.S. natives who studied as 
undergraduates at colleges with very different institutional cultures than the culture of UMass. 
(It might help to remember that the students come from a diverse array of backgrounds, too, 
and, especially if you are teaching an intro class with many freshmen enrolled, they will also 
arrive with confusion and anxiety about the classroom culture.) 
 
Open communication is good teaching practice. You (and the professor) have the power to set 
the requirements they must fulfill in order to be rewarded with a passing grade. In order for 
those course requirements to be something other than more-or-less arbitrary hoops they have 
to jump through, it is helpful to be explicit about the educational goals of each requirement and 
how you plan to support their work toward that goal. 
 
(Side note: It is totally normal to be nervous. Getting through the 50 minutes without a 
gastrointestinal disaster might be high on your own list of personal goals. You don’t have to 
explicitly mention that goal to your students.) 
 
The introduction also includes introducing yourself and starting to get to know your students 
(and also letting them start to get to know one another). You don’t have to say a huge amount 
about yourself, but you can at least tell your students how they can address you. You will have a 
lot of students and you will not be spending very much time with them, so it is helpful to have a 
strategy for learning their names. It really makes a difference to students if they feel known, or 
at least see you making a serious effort to learn their names. Creating an interaction in which 
you see the name written down, say it out loud, and look at the person’s face all at the same 
time helps. You can study photo rosters on SPIRE. You can use their names (asking for 
corrections if you’re wrong) or ask them to remind you of their names (if you don’t even have a 
guess) in as many interactions as possible. It is fine to explain to your students how you are 
going about trying to learn all their names so they will know when and how to help you out. 
 
Here is a model of the sort of introductory speech you can give. (Obviously, if you have made 
different decisions about how you plan to use the discussion section class time, the content of 
your introduction will be different.): 
 

I’m [Me]. When you need to reach me between classes, I can be reached by e-
mail and you can find me in my office [room number] during my office hours 
[which are…]. (Also have this information written on the board so students can 
write it down accurately. And also e-mail this information to the class and/or 
make sure it is posted on Moodle or the course website if the professor has one 
set up.) 
 
The primary purpose of this discussion section is to help you learn what [Prof X] 
introduces in the lectures. For most of us, listening and reading aren’t enough to 
really grasp a new idea. While we’re in this smaller group we have an 
opportunity for you to approach the topic in more ways. We remember more of 
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what we teach than of what we only read or hear, so we’ll use this time for you 
to have a chance to work out problems and discuss the solutions, to explain 
things to one another. 
 
Your participation is an important part of your own learning and also of your 
classmates’ learning. I know that people have a variety of learning styles and 
preferences, so I will offer a variety of ways to participate. To make this a 
comfortable setting for participation, I also need your commitment to respectful 
debate. Correcting errors is important and disagreeing with ideas is 
encouraged… but respectfully. Doing economics involves making moral value 
judgments, and we are likely to have irresolvable differences of opinion. 
 
The attendance policy for this class is [whatever you and the professor have 
decided it should be]. But more importantly, I would like to see you here in class 
because I would like this class to be useful to you. When you have ideas about 
how the class time could be more useful to you, please talk to me. 

 
The introductory work doesn’t have to take long, probably not more than 10-15 minutes, but it 
shouldn’t be skipped. Since you will be telling them how you envision the goal of the discussion 
section, you might want to give them some time to think about and maybe write down their 
ideas about their goals for the class, too. (If you have them write something down on any topic, 
you can ask them to turn it in and then hand it back to them, creating one of those interaction 
where you see the name, say the name, and interact with the person.) Then you can start right 
in doing whatever it is you said you would be doing with discussion section time. See the section 
on pedagogy for a fuller discussion of ways to use the 50 minutes. 
 
 
 

2. First Week To-Do List 
o Email the professor (or head TA if it is a large lecture) to set up a meeting with 

the professor and other TAs. 
o Meet with professor and other TAs for the course to get the syllabus, book(s), 

and establish what the professor expects of TAs and students (including 
attendance policy, grading policy, etc.). 

o Study the course syllabus so you have a good idea of the professor’s policies and 
the course outline. 

o Construct email list for all the TAs for your course to plan sections, coordinate 
lecture attendance, troubleshoot problems, etc. 

o Decide on your regular office hours, at least 2 a week. 
o Set up email lists for all your discussions. 
o Send your students a “welcome email” that includes discussion times, office 

hours, attendance policy, etc. 
o Print out class rosters 
o Plan your first day of class! 
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3. Navigating UMass 
Employment 
Your University contact is the Human Resources Office: http://www.umass.edu/humres Most of 
the payroll information you might need is available through your online “HR Direct” account, 
accessible through the HR website. 
 
Your Union is the Graduate Employees Union: https://www.geouaw.org  Before going to the 
main union office with employment concerns, you can contact the EGSO union steward. 

Teaching 
The administrative stuff you have to do as a teacher mostly gets done on SPIRE. The login page 
is here: https://www.spire.umass.edu  You can get class rosters, generate class e-mail lists, 
submit grades, etc. 

If your class is using Moodle (or any other online system), training is available from OIT. Watch 
your e-mail for announcements of upcoming trainings or check their website for a 
schedule:http://www.oit.umass.edu/ They can also often accommodate special requests for a 
group training, so if you find a group of fellow TAs who all want help with the same technology 
topic, call the office and ask. They're very friendly. 

The Center for Teaching and Faculty Development offers some resources and 
support: http://www.umass.edu/ctfd/  They ran the TA orientation you attended when you 
started.  If you wish to dedicate a lot of thought to teaching and want some guidance and wish 
to document the process, you can ask about the Teaching Documentation Program.  It is a 
flexible, self-scheduled program that helps you develop a teaching philosophy and do some skill-
building. 

Using technology in the classroom 
If you are teaching in a classroom with a projector and you wish to use it, you will need a key to 
the media cabinet. Keys are available through the Provost's Office. Fill out a key request form 
here: http://www.umass.edu/provost/av-key-request When it is ready, you will be notified by e-
mail and you can pick up the key at the Provost's Office, room 373 in the Whitmore 
Administration Building. 
 
Classroom resources available from Chris Evans 
Chris can supply you with codes for the copier – both a personal code for your own studies, and 
a code associated with your TA sections. She will also make copies for your discussion section if 
you give her the documents several days in advance.  Chris can also supply you with chalk, note 
cards, and perhaps some other office supplies to use for the classes you teach. 
 
Advising resources for your students 
The Undergraduate Advising Office in Goodell 613, and online at 
http://ualc.umass.edu/advising/ can help students choose their courses and majors. 
 
Your students can learn about major requirements and whether economics is the right discipline 
from the department's undergraduate academic advising. Some information is on the 
department's webpage here: http://www.umass.edu/economics/ughome.html and students 
can make an appointment with an advisor here: 

http://www.umass.edu/humres/
https://www.geouaw.org/
https://www.spire.umass.edu/
http://www.oit.umass.edu/
http://www.umass.edu/ctfd/
http://www.umass.edu/provost/av-key-request
http://ualc.umass.edu/advising/
http://www.umass.edu/economics/ughome.html
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http://www.umass.edu/economics/ugadvising.html.  
 
Econ Majors should sign up for Econ 197M, a 0-credit Moodle course that is used by Kevin 
Crocker to disseminate useful information for Econ Majors. 
 
Peer Advisors can help with course selection, major and minor requirements, as well as offering 
some insight on certificate programs that work well with an Economics degree.  Peer Advisors 
are in Room 1036 Thompson Hall.  Fall 2012 Schedule To Be Announced at 
http://www.umass.edu/economics/ugadvising.html 
 
Academic resources for your students 
Undergraduate tutors can provide additional resources to students in most Econ courses. The 
schedule for Econ Tutoring at the Learning Resource Center (on the 10th floor of the W.E.B. Du 
Bois Library) is available here: http://www.umass.edu/economics/TutorCenter.html.  
 
The Writing Center provides students with 45-minute consultations on papers they write for 
classes. They can learn more about the Writing Center and make an appointment here: 
http://www.umass.edu/writingcenter/fshome.html. 
 
 

4. Pedagogy for Economics TAs 
Discussion sections with 25-32 students are small enough for TAs to use a greater variety of 
teaching methods than our professors in large lectures.  Using an array of methods allows us to 
cater to more learning styles and deepen our students’ understanding of the material.  Here I 
want to briefly discuss some pedagogical tools for Economics discussion sections. 
 
Outlines (for you and your students) 
For each class, come up with an outline of what you are going to teach and how you are going to 
teach it.  Consider how much time to allocate to each section (which is hard).  Also think about 
how much time it will take you to prepare each section.  Outlines keep students from getting 
lost in the material.  I start each discussion section by giving my students an outline of what we 
will be doing in class that day.  For example: 

1. Return last week’s quiz 
2. Participatory Lecture: Generating demand curves from utility functions 
3. Small groups: Generate upward-sloping demand curves 
4. Class discussion: What goods are Giffen goods? 

 
It can also be useful to regularly remind students about where we are in the course, why we are 
doing what we are doing, and how the different sections relate to one another.  Students easily 
get stuck thinking they are in the part of the course where we draw these graphs rather than 
those graphs, without realizing the purpose of the models or how the material is connected.  For 
example, today we are providing the basis for demand curves.  Next week we turn to firms to 
generate supply curves. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.umass.edu/economics/ugadvising.html
http://www.umass.edu/economics/ugadvising.html
http://www.umass.edu/economics/TutorCenter.html
http://www.umass.edu/writingcenter/fshome.html
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Participatory Lectures 
The professor lectures for 100 minutes a week, but it can still be helpful for TAs to provide a 
more participatory lecture in their discussion sections.  You may briefly review key concepts 
addressed in the week’s lectures and readings and then provide time for students to ask 
questions about the material.  Most students are more comfortable asking questions in front of 
30 of their peers than in front of 100-200 of their peers.  You may elicit greater participation if 
you ask your students “What are your questions about [the circuit of capital]?”, which implies 
that everyone should have questions and that it is OK to ask them, rather than “Does anybody 
have any questions about this?”, which suggests that few, if any, students should have questions 
about the subject.  Although the ensuing silence can be awkward, it is important to give your 
students some time to formulate their questions.  Make sure you do not unintentionally 
embarrass students who ask questions – they are doing a service to the rest of the class.  
Consider posing the question to the rest of the class to see how other students answer it.  
Having just learned the material, students are sometimes better able to explain concepts to new 
learners than their teachers.  Hearing how your students explain the material will also give you a 
better idea of how they are thinking and what you may need to clarify.  It can also be useful to 
occasionally present something incorrectly so that your students are forced to correct you. 
 
In discussion sections, students are also more comfortable answering your questions.  When I 
lecture, I ask a lot of relatively easy, low-stakes questions.  For example, when I teach a 
graphical model, instead of having my students simply copy my graphs like they usually do in 
lecture, I have them virtually draw the graph for me by answering a series of questions.  (How 
should I draw the demand curve?  Why is it downward-sloping?  Is it elastic or inelastic?  
Why?...)  When you ask the class a question, give students some time to think about it before 
calling on someone to answer it.  Do not necessarily call on the first person to raise a hand.  
Some students won’t raise their hand until others do, even though they know the answer. 
 
Class-wide discussions 
It is possible to transform the classroom into a genuine “discussion section”, similar to those in 
other disciplines.  If possible, rearrange the desks in a circle so everyone can see each other.  To 
sustain a productive conversation about economics, it often helps to have students come to 
class prepared with their responses to a reading or their answers to some discussion questions.  
Begin by establishing the rules for the discussion.  Consider having each speaker call on the next 
speaker, rather than you calling on students (and possibly also speaking) after each student 
speaks.  The challenge is to keep the discussion productive without over-managing the 
conversation. 
 
Small groups 
Breaking the class up into small groups can be an effective way to change the pace of the class 
and boost students’ participation.  It is usually simplest for you, rather than the students, to 
form the groups.  That way, everyone gets put in a group quickly, and the groups tend to be 
more productive since they are not merely circles of friends.  Small groups tend to work best 
when they are working toward some goal.  You might have them solve some practice problems 
together.  Or you might have them present some concept to the class.  One group might present 
the Keynesian Cross graphically, another algebraically.  You can move from group to group to 
keep them on track.   
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Experiments 
In-class experiments can provide a change of pace and drive home key concepts.  Have students 
play the ultimatum game and discuss what the results suggest about the shortcomings 
neoclassical economic theory.  Teach your students rational expectations by having everyone 
pick a number between 0 and 100 that they think will be 1 higher than the class average.  These 
and other in-class experiments are available at 
http://en.wikiversity.org/wiki/Economic_Classroom_Experiments. 
 
Quizzes 
Generally professors decide whether you should give graded quizzes in your sections.  However, 
if you are given some flexibility on how you grade your students – for example, how you allocate 
participation points – you may be able to incorporate graded quizzes into any class.  Graded 
quizzes can encourage attendance and provide extra opportunities for both you and students to 
see how they are doing in the course.   
 
Even when not linked to grades, quizzes can give you useful feedback on how your students are 
doing (and how you are doing).  You might hand out a very short (and perhaps anonymous) quiz 
at the beginning of class on [open market operations].  After reviewing their answers (perhaps 
while they work in small groups), you will have a better idea of what you do, and don’t, have to 
review.  Alternatively you might hand out exit slips at the end of a class.  Choose one or two 
short questions to give your students and have them take a few minutes to write an answer and 
turn it in. That will give you an idea of whether they got the main point(s) of the day (if you 
chose your questions well).  
 
Personal feedback 
As a TA, you will provide the bulk of the feedback to your students.  Giving students good 
feedback on their work is a vital.  Grading is tedious, but the job is not done when the grades are 
in the gradebook.  Students need to know where/how/why their work met expectations, 
where/how/why their work fell short, and how they can improve their work.  You should 
provide students with some written feedback on their assignments and exams (except final 
exams that are not generally passed back).  Common mistakes are easily addressed in discussion 
sections.  But it is also good to provide more personal feedback face-to-face.  You might require 
all students (or those who earned poor grades) to attend your office hours to discuss their 
performance and plan for improvement.  It is very important for low-performing students to 
know they are performing poorly and what they can do to improve early in the semester.  Also, 
keep students’ grades updated on Moodle.  If the point scores are going to be curved, make sure 
they know what that curve will (most likely) look like. 
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Other Teaching Advice 
Harness controversy 
Economics is an incredibly controversial discipline, and that controversy is why many of us 
decided to study economics at UMass.  We can use this controversy in our discussion sections to 
inspire an interest in economics.  Some of the courses you will TA present orthodox economics 
as matter-of-fact.  It can be tempting for TAs to deride this material as incorrect or irrelevant or 
boring, but that discourages students from taking an interest in the subject.  If you present the 
material as controversial and important, you may inspire greater interest in the material and 
give your students a better understanding of it.   
 
For example, most Introduction to Microeconomics courses stress the efficiency of market 
equilibrium.  I used to criticize this focus on efficiency and suggest equity often trumps 
efficiency.  However, when I graded my students’ exams, I discovered that many of my students 
were unable to explain the meaning of efficiency in economics.  By downplaying the importance 
of efficiency, I unintentionally discouraged my students from understanding it and missed an 
easy opportunity to harness controversy and inspire interest in the material.  Now, I teach the 
efficiency of markets the way many textbooks do.  I explain that the pizza market is efficient 
because people who value pizza the most buy it, and firms that bake it at the lowest cost sell it.  
Once my students seem to grasp the merits of efficiency in this case, I have them redo the 
exercise for the human kidney market (a topic brought up in Krugman and Wells).  This appalls 
my students, but it also deepens their understanding of efficiency and often spurs a more critical 
interest in economics. 
 
Collaborate with others 
Teaching effectively is a lot of work.  You will be able to do that work better, and with more 
enjoyment, if you do it as part of a team.  Collaborate with the other TAs teaching your course 
to plan discussion sections, troubleshoot problems, and develop useful materials.  Some 
teaching materials are already available on EGSO’s wiki, and we would love for everyone to post 
new materials they develop.  For more general help teaching, come to EGSO’s bi-weekly 
Pedagogy Workshops or visit CTFD to access university-wide resources. 
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